The Australian Medical Journal was the only Australian medical journal in print in the years 1846 to 1847. Published in Sydney, its contents included EXTRACTS from current English journals, reports of ORIGINAL CASES, REVIEWS, LEADERS, MEDICAL JURISPRUDENCE matters, MISCE-LLANEA and TO CORRESPONDENTS, which often featured Aaron's rebukes to contributors or his opinions on the inadequacies of submitted case reports.
The first mention of Dr Pugh from Launceston is in the issue of 2 November 1846. Under the heading NOTICE TO CORRESPONDENTS Aaron writes:
The publisher begs to acknowledge the receipt from Launceston, of Dr. Pugh's encouraging letter, with an enclosure of £2 and has to thank him for the interest he has evinced in the success of the journal 2 .
In the following issue Pugh contributed two case reports: 'Operation for strangulated scrotal hernia' and 'Case of urinary calculus and operation of lithotomy' 3 . The February 1847 issue contained a case report of one of Pugh's most memorable surgical cases, titled 'Gun-shot wound and amputation at the humero-scapular articulation' involving a 13-year-old girl, injured in the axilla by the accidental discharge of a gun 4 . The next issue in March contained another dramatic case, detailed in Pugh's paper ' Anchylosis of hip joints. Section of os femoris' 5 . The editor placed a note at the conclusion of this paper, suggesting that Pugh report "the amount of locomotive power obtained when sufficient time has elapsed to ascertain it". Pugh's April contribution was an account of the ' Amputation of the fore-arm' 6 . All of these cases were conducted without the benefit of anaesthesia.
Being aware that the news of anaesthesia arrived in Australia in both the Lancet and the Illustrated London News in May 1847, it probably came as no surprise to the readers of the Australian Medical Journal that in the June issue an editorial, 'Painless operations' appeared 7 . Aaron displayed his scepticism when he wrote:
The human mind has a continual propensity to hunt after and adopt novelties, and to exaggerate their importance, too frequently in an inverse ratio to their real value. To this charge the members of our profession are not seldom, it must be confessed, obnoxious. The pretensions of mesmerism to the power of rendering parties insensible to pain during the performance of those operations which the imperfections of our art still render necessary to preserve life or to make it endurable, never received general sanction amongst us; but the idea once excited appears to have taken, for the time at least, a strong hold upon the minds of some of our brethren. There is a fashion in medicine, as in other, Anaesthesia and Intensive Care, Vol. 41, Supplement 1, July 2013 less important matters, and the rage, just now seems to be after the means of rendering the use of the knife and other formidable instruments in the armamentum chirurgicum free from pain and therefore and thereby, less dreadful and dreaded by those whose fate it is to be obliged to submit to their 'sharp medicine'.
While we applaud a rational search after such means, if such exist, we would warn our professional confrères from the too hasty adoption of any measures for this purpose which may be offered for their acceptance.
He goes on to compare the use of ether with the use of opium and alcohol to render insensible those about to suffer the surgeon's "sharp medicine":
Few practitioners, we imagine, would willingly, if they could avoid it, operate on a patient dead drunk from liquor, yet we here find it seriously proposed and practiced, wilfully to make him drunk previous to the operation ! We have no hesitation in predicting for this process a transient popularity; it will have its day, ultimately to be abandoned as useless or injurious.
He then goes on to comment on some of the reported cases, which he describes as curious and concludes: "We leave our readers, for the present, to form their own conclusions ...".
Because the news of etherisation came to Pugh's attention through the Illustrated London News and we know that this journal arrived in Launceston on 29 May 1847, it is certain that Pugh's preparations and patient selection, if not the etherisation of his three cases and the writing of his case report for the Australian Medical Journal, would have been concluded before Pugh read Aaron's critical article 8 . Aaron however, was not prepared to give up his critical attitude merely because Pugh had demonstrated the safe use of ether. The cover of the 1 July 1847 issue of Aaron's journal illustrates the lengths to which he was prepared to go to try to put 'The etherial humbug' in its place.
In the brief comment 'The etherial humbug' he informs his readers that Pugh's letter of 18 June expressing concern about the safety of etherisation was placed on the front page at the cost of a loss of advertising space ( Figure 1 ). He also publicly rebukes Pugh for having the effrontery to send a letter to him which required Aaron to pay the postage, despite Pugh's explanation for his haste in handing the letter to the captain of the Shamrock as he was leaving Launceston for Sydney, trying to ensure that his critical letter might appear in the same issue of the medical journal as his case reports of etherisation. How many modern researchers would follow Pugh's example? Fortunately Pugh's three case reports of etherisation, two successful and one unsuccessful, were printed without comment by Aaron 9 . Pugh introduced his three case reports with a brief explanatory letter:
As it may be of interest to your readers to receive local testimony, in addition to the published reports of cases, in which surgical operations have been divested of the usual suffering attendant on such proceedings by the use of Etherial inhalation, I beg to furnish you with the results of a trial of this novel discovery, made at St. John's Hospital [Footnote 1] today, the result of which, although to a certain extent incomplete, were so far satisfactory as to justify an opinion that a large amount of the suffering, hitherto experienced by patients, may be superseded; and that many operations can be performed during the stage of unconsciousness, which is so readily induced. I employed a part of Nooth's apparatus in the manner delineated in the "Illustrated London News, of the 9th of June, (sic) and I found it in every respect suited to the purpose.
Yours, most obedt.
Pugh, in his haste to set down the events of the day, has mistakenly nominated 9 June, rather than 9 January as the date of the Illustrated London News which contained the news of etherisation and has omitted to close his quotation marks in the last sentence. His three case reports, concerning the removal of an epulis from the jaw, a cataract removal and the unsuccessful etherisation of a nervous man requiring urethral dilatation, followed.
It is also of interest and relevance that this issue of the journal records the 'Rules and regulations of the Port Phillip Medical Association' 10 . An address to this society adversely reflected on Pugh and was reported in the October 1847 issue of the journal.
Aaron was not prepared to quickly surrender his sceptical attitude to the new fangled etherisation. He followed Pugh's reports with another editorial titled 'Painless surgery' 11 :
Since our last publication, accounts of the effects of sulphuric ether inhalation have poured in upon us from all quarters; and loud has been the blowing of trumpets, and great the jubilation, and overwhelming the nonsense uttered and indited thereupon.
In a letter addressed to the Editors of The Sydney Morning Herald of the 15th inst., Mr. Charles Nathan adduces, in a very ex cathedra style, his experiences of Footnote Footnote 1: Pugh rarely missed an opportunity to promote his and Dr James Grant's private hospital.
Anaesthesia and Intensive Care, Vol. 41, Supplement 1, July 2013 "the last few days," to prove the perfect harmlessness of the practice 12 ! Mr. N. had better wait awhile before he pronounces his opinion so positively; and, in the mean time we would refer him to a work, which possibly he, in his etherial transcendentalism, may not have thought worthy of notice; we mean Dr. A. T. Thomson's Dispensatory of 1818, where, under the head "sulphuric ether," he will find it stated that injurious effects had, even then, ensued from the inhalation of its vapour 13 .
Among others, however, who have gone out of their way (ne sutor, &c.)[Footnote 2] to descant upon a subject they do not understand, is the Editor of the Herald himself, who it appears, went to "see the show" in Mr. Belisario's operating room, and came back with his ideas so bewildered by what he there witnessed, or inhaled, as incontinently to indite a leader; in which, after giving an account of the proceedings, he attempts to philosophise thereupon; and among other things asserts, that although "the most respectable medical authorities are agreed that no dangerous or injurious results are to be apprehended, either at the time of, or subsequent to the application of ether," yet "the precise nature of its effect upon the nervous system and the brain, is as yet, mere matter of scientific speculation!" That is to say, it is already decided that it cannot be injurious, although its effects are yet unknown! A pretty specimen of logical induction this! It is further asserted that "all are agreed that this new agent will be of incalculable value in the more critical operations of surgery;" which assertion we deny-and are so far from giving our assent to the proposition (and in this we know we are not alone), that it is precisely in those "more critical operations," in which the state of the patient's pulse and countenance are the required indices of the effects of hemorrhage, or the shock of the operation upon the system, that we would not use it.
That when people get into the hands of unskillful operators-as when, for instance, in performing lithotomy, the surgeon finds his way into the cellular substance between the bladder and the rectum-it would be merciful to thoroughly intoxicate them, either with ether or any other drug, we freely admit; but that this vaunted process will prove, in all cases, so entirely free from danger, we do not believe. That a healthy person may occasionally be made drunk with ether, with as little as, or even with less, ulterior mischief than by the usual means, we do not attempt to deny; but that harm is not likely to ensue from it in apoplectic habits, or in cases of disease, or even tendency to disease in the lungs or heart, we must be allowed, at least without much greater experience than either ourselves, the gentlemen of the Westminster Hospital, aye, or even the Editor of the Herald, and his friends, have yet had, to doubt.
In short, it may, for a time, serve interested parties as a medium for puffing themselves, and for mystifying the public, by enveloping the subject in a cloud of pseudoscientific balderdash; but the simple fact is, that to inhale the sulphuric ether is neither more nor less than a mode ( a somewhat more than commonly elegant and réchèrche mode, we allow) of getting drunk; and as to its effects on the brain and nervous system, we will venture to affirm, that if practised with a frequency proportioned to the transient nature of the stimulus, as decided an attack of delirium tremens may be induced by it as by the imbibition of brandy.
Do not let us be misunderstood. We do not say it ought to entirely be eschewed; all we contend for is, that it should be used, not indiscriminately, but with caution, and only by or under the superintendence of medical practitioners, who, instead of allowing themselves to be run away with by the novelty of the process, should use it and investigate its effects coolly and philosophically, so that it may not, if calculated to be really useful, come, as many other therapeutic means have come, to a premature end, through the discredit thrown upon it by its abuse. Above all, let the greatest caution be observed lest it get into the hands of unprincipled parties, who may apply it to the basest of purposes, or those who incautiously subject themselves to its influence may have cause to repent for the remainder of their lives. Verbum Sat [Footnote 3].
Pugh did not respond publicly in the Australian Medical Journal to these aspersions, but he did provide a more detailed letter to the editor of the Launceston Examiner expressing his concerns about the safety of etherisation 14 . In this letter he said:
... I regret that my further acquaintance with this much lauded agent has tended materially to lessen its value in my estimation. I have found that its effects on individuals are as variable as the constitutions of those by whom it is inhaled. Persons weakened by previous disease are quickly brought within its influence, and those of feeble frame offer but little resistance to its action. Not so, however, with the hearty and robust: the onset of depression in such is deferred, and all the excitement common to excessive drunkenness is presented; the features become bloated and livid, the eyes protruded, and the disposition of the party when inebriated is fully developed, and these effects are not of the transitory character they are reported to possess. The brain remains confused, and the stupor of the drunkard is experienced for long subsequent to the application which occasioned it. I have seen sufficient to excite alarm in my mind, and would therefore caution the profession against applying the inhalation of ether without special reference to the individual case.
This demonstrates that Pugh exhibited none of the characteristics seen in his Sydney colleague Dr Nathan and so soundly criticised by Aaron in the journal.
In August 1847 Pugh produced yet another surgical case report for Aaron, 'Compound fracture of the leg-amputation' 15 . Aaron on the other hand had been collecting reports of adverse outcomes of etherisation from the British and French medical journals and described them in an editorial titled 'The ether mania', which preceded Pugh's surgical case report. Aaron wrote:
Writing on the subject of the new process for rendering surgical operations painless, in our number for June, we remarked that "for the minor operations in surgery we should consider any such measure unnecessary-in the more important ones we think it will be found conducive to secondary consequences of a grave character, even if it do not, in many constitutions, produce immediate effects of a mischievous nature." Such were the anticipations formed by us on first hearing of this vaunted process, and how soon and how completely those anticipations have been realised will be seen from a perusal of the following brief summary of the few cases, hastily collected from various sources just as they happen to come under our notice ...
Footnote
Footnote 3: verbum sat sapiens: A word is sufficient for a wise man. Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.
After providing a review of a number of fatal cases, and others in which complications followed etherisation, Aaron concludes, quite reasonably in the circumstances, "... the cases in which no bad results have followed, notwithstanding that they may be the majority, are rather lucky escapes from empirical rashness, than the legitimate effects of rational investigation and experiment".
In the same issue of the journal under the heading TO CORRESPONDENTS Aaron comments, "The cases of inhalation promised by Dr. Pugh have not yet been received" 16 . This strongly suggests that Pugh had agreed to send Aaron case reports of the patients whose course under etherisation had been stormy and which had led to Pugh's critical letter of 18 June. Also, in August, the news of Dr Thomas's use of ether in Melbourne had reached Launceston and was published in the Launceston Examiner 17 (Figure 2 ).
Pugh's promised case reports did not arrive in Sydney before the journal ceased publication in October 1847. This failure to publish the clinical reasons for his etherisation concerns in the Australian Medical Journal led to Pugh being criticised by Dr David Thomas, the Melbourne doctor who pioneered etherisation in that city, when he presented his paper 'On the inhalation of the vapour of AEther' to a meeting of the Port Phillip Medical Association.
Determined to put Pugh in his place even in the last issue of the Medical Journal of Australia, Aaron reported an abbreviated version of Thomas's talk but included the comments critical of Pugh which Thomas made during his address to the association 18 . Dr Thomas said:
... I observed the letter by Dr. Pugh in one of the papers, in which he mentions the successful result of two or three operations under the influence of AEther; a short time afterwards I read a letter from the same gentleman, in which he recommends extreme caution. If Dr. Pugh, from what he had himself observed, was led to recommend this caution, I think he should have stated his reason for so doing; and to support this, he should have given at full length the case or cases in which injurious effects had been produced by it; also, the mode in which the vapour had been administered. I know a little of Dr. Pugh: he stands high in his profession,and any case given by him would be more convincing than one hundred opinions if only founded on theory.
It is regrettable that Pugh's reputation was tarnished in Thomas's eyes and in the minds of his Melbourne audience by the failure of his case reports to reach Aaron before the latter was forced to end the brief but valuable existence of the Australian Medical Journal.
CONCLUSION
Isaac Aaron, surgeon of Sydney, a sceptic to the last, performed a valuable service for Australian doctors with his reports of anaesthesia, accompanied by his critical appraisal of the evidence for the benefit of etherisation. Despite his repeated criticism of Dr Pugh and his etherisation efforts, Pugh was his major supporter amongst the Australian medical profession and no doubt helped Aaron prolong the life of his journal by providing not just many reports of surgical procedures but the first report in Australia of etherisation facilitating a surgical operation.
